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Abstract 
Over the past decade, evidence indicates more higher education (HE) students attracted to 
studying online. Important publications on this topic illustrate teachers’ and instructors’ 
growing awareness of the key conditions, elements, and dimensions that increase the 
likelihood of online student engagement and its impact on student learning and success.  
However, while studies are starting to emerge that address the online engagement strategies 
instructors employ and the impact of these practices, there is still a paucity of research that 
explores the most popular practices employed to support student engagement in HE online 
learning environments. Drawing on international survey data (N = 115), this study reports on 
insights from online instructors and learning designers regarding their preferred online 
engagement practices. Insights from the study provide a practice-informed account of how 
engagement is operationalised in online learning environments at scale. Rather than 
evaluating the effectiveness of individual strategies, the study maps dominant patterns of use 
and identifies three overarching pedagogical approaches—collaborative, cognitive, and 
humanising practices—that instructors most frequently employed. Importantly, the findings 
demonstrate that engagement strategies are rarely implemented in isolation; instead, 
instructors design activities that simultaneously support multiple dimensions of engagement. 
This paper advances knowledge in online and blended learning by documenting which 
student engagement strategies are most enacted by online teachers, and how these 
engagement strategies function collectively in contemporary higher education practice. 
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In recent years, the appetite for online learning in higher education has increased 
significantly. Indeed, many higher education institutions that had been reluctant to consider 
online delivery have now embraced online learning as a means of broadening their market 
share. As Stone (2022) notes, it was not until 2020 that online learning was a routine offering 
“by all Australian universities" (p. 139). Indeed, authors of the Australian University Accord 
– Final Report (Australian Government, 2024), state, that in order to meet “Australia’s 
current and future skills need, a much higher share of the population will require tertiary 
education qualifications” (p. 44). They further articulate that:  

 
revised curricula and teaching methods are needed to meet the future skills needs of a 
knowledge economy. And advances in pedagogy are required to fulfil the potential of 
high-quality online and hybrid learning modes, as well as deliver teaching which 
supports more diverse student cohorts. (p. 61) 
 
Online learning has become an attractive learning mode for many students. A higher 

proportion of mature-age students and non-traditional students, such as Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander (First Nation) students, are seeking to study online, as well as those with a 
disability; from low socioeconomic backgrounds (Stone, 2016; Stone & O'Shea, 2019); 
students who are first in family (Stone & O'Shea, 2019); or students situated in regional, 
rural, and remote settings (Ragusa & Crampton, 2018). Accessibility of digital learning, 
along with greater flexibility and manageability, have been identified as key factors for the 
attractiveness of this mode of learning (Brown, 2024; Stone, 2022).  

 
Engaged online students are more highly motivated and have an increased sense of 

connection and belongingness with their fellow students, tutors, and the institution (Brown, 
2024; Farrell & Brunton, 2020; Martin & Bolliger, 2018). At the same time, online students 
are twice as likely to drop out or withdraw from university than on campus students are to 
drop out (Australian Government Department of Education, 2020; Li & Carroll, 2020). 
Significant research also reinforces the notion that online learners need to be kept engaged 
within the online environment, as lack of engagement can negatively impact self-efficacy, the 
likelihood of success, degree completion, and a sense of satisfaction (Kahu et al., 2020; 
Tight, 2020).  

 
Therefore, to advance pedagogies to fulfil the potential of high-quality online and 

hybrid learning modes, as well as deliver teaching “which supports more diverse student 
cohorts” (Australian Government, 2024, p. 61), there is a need to commit to integrating 
online engagement strategies into teaching and learning practice (Lawrence et al., 2024; 
Bolliger & Martin, 2018; Martin et al., 2021). Turk et al. (2024) state for example that 
“engagement strategies play a crucial role in ensuring engaged and high-quality online 
learning experiences” (p. 1). Increasingly, instructors and learning designers are leveraging 
insights from theory and the significant body of scholarship research (Murphy et al., 2023), to 
inform their practice, and to reflect on (Redmond et al., 2022), and refine their online 
pedagogical practice, in efforts to increase the likelihood of student online engagement and 
learning.   

 
Key theory and research have helped inform practice related to the conditions 

(Lawrence et al., 2024), and dimensions of online engagement (Bergdahl & Hietajärvi, 2022). 
Of these, aspects such as behavioural, cognitive, and affective/emotional engagement have 
been written about widely (Chen et al., 2018; Fredricks et al., 2016; Kahn et al., 2017; Sherifi 
et al., 2023). Additional significant contributions to inform practice are models of student 
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engagement or disengagement, including those by Bergdahl (2022), Wang et al. (2019a, 
2019b), and Bergdahl and Hietajärvi (2022).  

 
Also worth noting is the frequently referenced Garrison, Anderson, and Archer’s 

(2000) Community of Inquiry model, which is often used to aid learning designers and 
instructors. This framework has been used to build communities, create a sense of belonging, 
and develop student relationships. Garrison et al. (2000) argue that online learning should 
address three major components — cognitive presence, social presence, and teaching 
presence.  

 
Likewise, Redmond et al. (2018) introduced an online engagement framework that 

drew from categories and key themes from the broader literature and introduced five key 
elements of engagement: social, cognitive, behavioural, collaborative, and emotional 
engagement. Brown et al. (2023), in their consideration of the key insights of educators 
pivoting to online education, noted the “types of activities being used by educators were 
consistent with key elements of the Online Engagement Framework” (p. 12), with one 
educator stating, “the framework was helpful because it gave “something really concrete that 
they can do in their practice.” In particular, “some of these things don’t need our explicit 
attention in face-to-face situations, but the structure is useful when moving to online 
teaching” (p. 6).  

 
It is evident, therefore, that significant research into the scholarship of online teaching 

and online student engagement is emerging. This research includes pedagogical approaches 
and strategies instructors use, and the effectiveness of these strategies in supporting online 
student engagement (Heilporn et al., 2021; Shi et al., 2023). Numerous studies have keenly 
shared a range of online engagement strategies employed during and post-pandemic (Xu et 
al., 2023).   

 
However, while the literature includes a growing body of empirical work identifying 

strategies that promote engagement in online higher education (e.g., Martin & Bolliger, 2018; 
Heilporn et al., 2021; Shi et al., 2023), much of this research focuses on the effectiveness of 
individual strategies or is grounded in specific disciplinary or institutional contexts. As a 
result, there remains limited evidence regarding which engagement strategies are employed 
by instructors and learning designers across higher education settings and how these 
strategies align with multidimensional engagement frameworks. Identifying the prevalence of 
engagement strategies is important for understanding contemporary online teaching practice, 
informing professional development, and strengthening the alignment between conceptual 
engagement models and the practical realities of online course design.  
 

The purpose of this study was to identify and describe the engagement strategies most 
frequently reported by online instructors and learning designers and to examine how these 
strategies align with key engagement dimensions outlined in the Online Engagement 
Framework (Redmond et al., 2018). The authors sought to explore: “What pedagogical 
practices and strategies are being used by higher education instructors and learning designers 
to promote student online engagement and learning?” Initially, this paper will document the 
existing research associated with online pedagogical strategies and innovative teaching and 
learning approaches that support student engagement in higher education. Throughout this 
paper, the term “strategies” will be used when referring to pedagogical approaches, teaching 
interventions, or strategies employed to support and enhance online student learning and 
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engagement. Next, the paper will outline the methodological details employed for the study, 
before addressing the key findings and insights. 
 

Literature Review 
 
Although student enrolments in higher education have fluctuated “in recent years due 

to instability caused by the pandemic” (Australian Government, 2023, p. 1), online learning 
has continued to grow. With this growth, many instructors are continuing to explore a range 
of strategies to support student engagement and learning that are, in many instances, different 
from the traditional teaching and face-to-face pedagogical situations. In this section we first 
very briefly consider research into online teaching and learning from the late 1990s to the 
early 2000s. Attention then turns to current research into online learning and teaching (2022-
present) which highlights strategies to increase student participation and to humanise 
teaching and learning. The section concludes with recognition of the need to examine 
strategies for engaging students in learning in the online environment.   

 
Research related to online and blended teaching and learning has occurred 

internationally since the late 1990s (Redmond, 2011; Lock & Redmond, 2006; Garrison et 
al., 2000; Salmon, 2003; Soo & Bonk, 1998; Swan, 2005; Young, 2002). One focus in the 
literature has been efforts to measure the effectiveness of online learning teaching and 
strategies (Oliver, 2001; Shea et al., 2001). This previous research provides a strong case for 
current researchers to reflect on, particularly in terms of key topics explored, lessons learnt, 
and key insights gained. One of these key insights has been the direct link between student 
engagement and predictors of learning and personal development, including critical thinking, 
problem solving, collaborative work, and communication skills (Carini et al., 2006; Griffin & 
Howard, 2017; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). 

 
Empirical Research in Online Engagement Strategies 

A growing body of empirical research has moved beyond conceptual definitions of 
engagement to examine specific strategies instructors use to foster engagement in online 
learning environments. For example, Martin and Bolliger (2018) identified several 
engagement practices perceived by students as particularly valuable, including instructor 
facilitation, discussion-based activities, timely communication, and opportunities for 
collaboration. Likewise, Heilporn et al. (2021) examined teaching strategies used to promote 
engagement in blended higher education contexts, emphasising intentional instructional 
design and structured interaction to support participation and persistence. More recently, Shi 
et al. (2023) synthesised evidence regarding instructional strategies for engaging online 
learners, noting the importance of learner-centred approaches, active learning, and modality-
sensitive teaching strategies. Similarly, studies focusing on online collaborative learning have 
highlighted the effectiveness of structured peer interaction and discussion technologies such 
as wikis and discussion forums in promoting engagement and deeper learning (Ioannou et al., 
2015; Oyarzun & Martin, 2023). 

 
Collectively, this body of scholarship illustrates that engagement strategies in online 

learning are well documented, and that instructor-led interventions such as collaborative 
activities, structured discussion prompts, metacognitive questioning, and instructor presence 
are strongly associated with positive student learning experiences and participation (Bolliger 
& Martin, 2018; Hamadi et al., 2023). However, while many studies have examined 
strategies in specific course contexts, fewer studies have explored which engagement 
strategies are most commonly used across teachers and institutional settings, or how 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1475725717692681
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instructors intentionally combine strategies to support multiple dimensions of engagement 
simultaneously. Addressing this issue is important because engagement strategies are often 
implemented as interconnected pedagogical practices rather than discrete interventions. 

 
Recent research on online student engagement provides insight into ways to positively 

increase student participation and learning outcomes, such as establishing instructor presence, 
viewing and supporting engagement in multidimensional ways (often by employing 
innovative pedagogical strategies, or a different technological tools), and structuring course 
content with clarity and accessibility. For example, researchers such as Hollister et al. (2022) 
found students in asynchronous online courses reported higher satisfaction and perceived 
learning when a greater portion of their grade was based on discussions, suggesting 
incorporating interactive elements enhance engagement. Bedi (2023) argues that student 
motivation to learn and student self-efficacy are positively associated with engagement, with 
self-efficacy helping to mediate the relationship between motivation and engagement, 
highlighting the importance of fostering students’ confidence in their abilities. Online 
engagement can also be boosted through measures such as optimising class organisation, 
providing timely feedback, harnessing course learning analytics, and fostering a sense of 
community among students (Mowreader, 2023). This research additionally highlights the 
advantages of embedding advanced technologies, experiential learning, and sustainability 
into curricula.  

 
Largely emanating from the United States are strategies emerging from “humanising 

teaching” (Foote, 2023; Mapaling & Hoelson, 2022). Research here involves conscious 
strategies to cultivate personal connections, empathy, and a sense of community between 
teachers and students (Latecka, 2023; Mapaling & Hoelson, 2022; Sathorar et al., 2023), 
thereby enhancing engagement and learning outcomes. Recent research (Foote, 2023) also 
indicates that humanising teaching can mitigate the often-impersonal nature of online 
learning environments by emphasising teacher presence, personalised communication, and 
the inclusion of students’ diverse backgrounds and experiences.  

 
Strategies for creating human connection with and among learners contribute to 

interactions beyond content delivery, including authentic engagement and support (Devis-
Rozental & Clarke, 2020; Mapaling & Hoelson, 2022); embedding opportunities to 
foreground students’ backgrounds, cultures, and life experiences (Lawrence et al., 2024), as 
well as nurturing learning contexts where power is shared between students and teachers. 
Kim et al. (2023) maintain incorporating various modes of communication, such as videos 
and social media, caters for diverse students learning needs, provides opportunities for 
engagement, and fosters a sense of community (Stewart, 2024). Foote (2023) brings these 
humanising strategies together by emphasising: (1) the need to understand ourselves and our 
students; and (2) implementing strategies to create inclusive and responsive learning 
environments. 

 
Existing scholarship demonstrates that online engagement is multidimensional and 

teachers can foster engagement through a range of intentional pedagogical strategies, 
including collaborative learning activities, structured discussion facilitation, feedback 
practices, and humanising approaches. At the same time, the literature suggests that strategies 
are often examined individually or in small-scale studies, making it difficult to determine 
which practices are most common across higher education contexts. Therefore, further 
research is warranted to document teachers’ reported engagement practices at scale and to 
explore how these strategies align with engagement frameworks. 
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Conceptual Framework 
 
This paper investigates the use of specific strategies that higher education instructors 

use to promote student online engagement. The study is informed by the Online Engagement 
Framework (Redmond et al., 2018), which conceptualises engagement as a multidimensional 
construct comprised of five interrelated elements: social, cognitive, behavioural, 
collaborative, and emotional engagement (See Table 1). The framework was developed from 
synthesis of student engagement literature and was designed to support instructors and 
learning designers in identifying strategies and learning activities that strengthen engagement 
in online higher education contexts. The Online Engagement Framework is conceptually 
aligned with other widely used online learning frameworks such as the Community of Inquiry 
model (Garrison et al., 2000), which highlights the importance of teaching, social, and 
cognitive presence. However, the Online Engagement Framework extends these perspectives 
by offering a broader typology of engagement elements and by explicitly identifying 
indicators and pedagogical strategies that can be operationalised in online learning design and 
teaching practice (Redmond et al., 2018). 

 
Social engagement refers to the development of meaningful relationships between 

learners and instructors that foster connection, belonging, and trust. Social engagement 
strategies commonly include icebreaker activities, introductory videos, informal discussion 
forums, and opportunities for students to share personal and professional experiences. 
Cognitive engagement refers to the mental effort learners invest in understanding, 
synthesising, and applying course content (Brown et al., 2023). Strategies that foster 
cognitive engagement include reflective activities, scaffolded discussion prompts, problem-
solving tasks, structured questioning, and opportunities for metacognition, such as asking 
students to justify decisions or connect theory to practice. Behavioural engagement refers to 
students’ active participation in learning tasks and their development of academic and 
professional learning behaviours. Behavioural engagement may be supported through explicit 
modelling of expected participation norms, clear assessment guidance, structured weekly 
learning routines, and instructor feedback that reinforces persistence and academic skill 
development. Collaborative engagement refers to students learning with and from peers and 
developing professional connections and networks. Collaborative engagement strategies often 
include group assessment tasks, peer feedback processes, breakout room discussions, peer 
mentoring activities, and structured teamwork activities that promote shared responsibility 
and cooperative learning (Brown et al., 2023). Emotional engagement refers to students’ 
affective connection to learning, including motivation, confidence, and persistence. Strategies 
supporting emotional engagement include instructor encouragement, timely and supportive 
communication, opportunities for student choice and flexibility, and practices that foster 
psychological safety, such as check-ins, polls, and activities that normalise uncertainty and 
challenge. 
 
Table 1 
 
Online Engagement Framework for Higher Education 
 

Online Engagement Element Example (Illustrative Only) 
Social Building community 

Creating a sense of belonging 
Developing relationships 
Establishing trust      
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Cognitive Thinking critically 
Activating metacognition 
Integrating ideas 
Justifying decisions 
Developing deep discipline understandings 
Distributing expertise 

Behavioral Developing academic skills 
Identifying opportunities and challenges 
Developing multidisciplinary skills 
Developing agency 
Upholding online learning norms 
Supporting and encouraging peers 

Collaborative Learning with peers 
Relating to faculty members 
Connecting to institutional opportunities 
Developing professional networks      

Emotional Managing expectations 
Articulating assumptions 
Recognising motivations 
Committing to learning      

From Redmond et al., 2018 

 
Methodology 

 
The research described in this paper consisted of four phases: i) obtaining ethical 

clearance; ii) promoting the survey; iii) recruiting participants; and iv) analysing the data. 
 
Ethics 

Ethics approval was obtained through the university human ethics committee 
(H21REA102). Researchers provided participants with clear information about the 
anonymous and voluntary nature of the survey. Submitting a fully or partially completed the 
survey was taken as consent. Due to the anonymous nature of the survey, participants could 
not withdraw from the study after submitting their response. Participants, however, did not 
need to answer every question. 
 
Research Design 

An anonymous survey consisting of a closed- and open-ended questions was chosen 
to answer the research question. Because the purpose of this study was to identify and 
describe the engagement strategies most commonly employed by online instructors and 
learning designers, a survey approach was appropriate. Survey methods have been widely 
used in scholarship of teaching and learning research to document patterns of instructional 
practice across broad participant groups (Divan et al., 2017; Wolf et al., 2016). Surveys are 
particularly effective in targeting—and having maximum reach for—a broad national and 
international group of professionals who work in higher education (Wolf et al., 2016). This 
reach is beneficial where the focus is revealing and gaining insights into the strategies that 
respondents adopted to promote and facilitate online student engagement and learning in 
higher education. This approach supported the present study’s aim of capturing strategies 
used across diverse disciplines and institutional contexts, rather than evaluating a single 
intervention within one course or program. 
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Participants 
To avoid a low response rate numerous strategies were used to gain data.  As a key 

focus of the online survey was seeking examples of the different ways participants supported 
online engagement in their teaching, including strategies linked to the elements of online 
student engagement, one recruitment strategy was to email all authors who had previously 
cited a paper written by several of the researchers of the study reported here that referred to 
an Online Engagement Framework (Redmond et al., 2018) (n=320 emails). This paper had 
gained significant traction, especially during the world pandemic when many higher 
education institutions were pivoting online as the paper offered accessible ways to understand 
and refer to different types (elements) of online engagement. Google Scholar was used to 
retrieve details of all publications where the seminal paper written by several of the authors 
of this paper had been cited (with more than 184 citations identified at the time data was 
being retrieved for the study). The survey was then sent to authors of these papers. The 
survey was also promoted through social media such as Facebook groups and Twitter. 
Additionally, researchers promoted the survey to their colleagues, professional contacts, 
networks (LinkedIn), and organisations.  

 
A limitation of the research was the lack of verification of identity of the respondents; 

however, this issue is the same with all anonymous surveys. The goal was to gain an 
international response to enhance generalisability. There was a focus on recruiting academics, 
learning designers, and researchers in higher education with an interest in online engagement 
and who used online engagement strategies in their work. Australian and international 
participants completed the survey. There were 172 responses to the survey. Fifty-seven 
participants fully completed the survey and 115 participants partially completed the survey.  

 
The data reported derives from the fully completed surveys. From the 57 completed 

surveys, 20 participants were Australian, 30 were international, and seven indicated “other.” 
International participants were from Canada, New Zealand, Philippines, Scotland, the United 
States, and Taiwan. Thirty-five respondents were academics. The majority of participants 
(24) identified their discipline as Education. Participants were also from Business, 
Humanities, Allied Health, Health, Sciences, and Information Technology disciplines. All 
participants were highly experienced online teachers, with 25 having taught online for more 
than a decade. More than half of the participants responded to “using” or referring to the 
Online Engagement Framework. 
 
Instrument and Data Collection 

The survey contained 21 questions grouped into five sections. First, respondents were 
asked four demographic questions (place of work — Australia/International, role in higher 
education, discipline, length of time teaching online). Second, they were asked four questions 
about their awareness of the Online Engagement Framework (Redmond et al., 2018) and 
whether it had influenced their practice. The final three groups of questions centered on 
respondents sharing examples of their online engagement practices. Third, respondents were 
asked two questions about engagement indicators. Fourth, they were asked five questions 
about teaching and learning activities based on the Online Engagement Framework. For 
example, they were asked “Please add relevant examples of activities that demonstrate the 
indicators of cognitive engagement,” with illustrative examples offered in the question as 
guidance. Fifth, six open-ended questions were posed. These questions included:  
 

 “Do you have additional thoughts that you have found effective in designing and 
delivering your online courses that do not correspond to any of the online 
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engagement indicators in the current framework? No Yes (Please provide 
examples).” 
 

 “Are there other student engagement aspects that you feel are important but are 
not represented in the existing framework? Yes (Please provide examples) No.” 
 

 “What other suggestions do you have for improving the existing framework?” 
 

 “What resources (academic sources, colleagues, equipment available in your 
location, etc.) informed what you did in relation to each engagement indicator?” 

 
It was anticipated that the survey would take approximately 10-15 minutes. The survey was 
hosted on the Lime Survey platform and was open for 60 days. 
 
Data Analysis 

After the completion of the survey, a thorough analysis was undertaken. Thematic 
content analysis (Delve et al., 2023; Park et al., 2017) was used in this study. Initially, a 
researcher, aided by NVivo, used inductive coding to identify key words emerging from the 
data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). These keywords included: “group,”, “discussion,” “forum,” 
“peer,” “questions,” “reading,” and “videos.” Three researchers further analysed these codes, 
developing themes from the keywords. Researchers used a large Miles and Huberman (1994) 
style data grid that included columns for themes and supporting evidence (quotes) per theme 
for further analysis. This analysis showed a rich understanding of the meanings that online 
educators bring to learning situations for the benefit of student engagement and learning. 
Quotes to demonstrate each theme were selected, and the number of responses in each 
category counted, as a form of summative content analysis, to provide an estimate of category 
usage across the group (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 

 
The Online Engagement Framework’s (Redmond et al., 2018), five elements 

(behavioural, cognitive, emotional, social, and collaborative engagement), were used in this 
research to position the research as a conceptual informing framework, rather than as a 
coding schema. Our intent was not to test or validate the framework, but to explore how 
online teachers describe and prioritise engagement strategies in their own terms. 

 
The analysis began with inductive coding of open-ended survey responses to capture 

participants’ language and descriptions of practice without constraining them to 
predetermined categories. This approach was aligned with the exploratory nature of the 
research question, which sought to identify what practices are being used rather than how 
well practices map to an existing framework.  

 
Relationship Between the Framework and Emergent Themes 

While the final themes were inductively derived, the Online Engagement Framework 
informed the study in the following important ways: It guided the design of the survey 
instrument, including the structure and wording of questions related to engagement practices, 
and it provided a theoretical lens through which the findings were discussed, particularly in 
recognising the multidimensional and overlapping nature of engagement. 

 
The most frequent words or terms used by participants, within their explanations and 

reference to interventions to support online student engagement that emerged from initial 
coding, were discussion/forums (n=46) (which encompassed interventions that referred to 
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online discussion forums, discussion activities, and discussion boards); group (43) (e.g., 
partnering in groups, online group assignments, facilitating group work); peer (26) (e.g., 
students get to meet peers; feedback from assessment, encouraging peer interactivity); and 
questions (26) (e.g., via polls and questions, tutorial questions, and open-ended questions). 
Other popular keywords or themes from online educator interventions were reading/literature 
review (15) (e.g., deeper readings, reading task, academic/research literature); video (14) 
(e.g., watching videos, instructor created videos; providing introductory videos) and 
encouraging/coaching (13) (e.g., encourage debate, coaching for sincerity). More detail is 
provided in Table 2.  
 
Table 2 
 
Initial Coding for Key Themes of Online Instructor Interventions 

Intervention Number Examples of Keyword Inclusions 

Discussion Forums 46 
  

Discussion forums  
Discussion activities  
Discussion boards  

Group Engagement 43 
Partnering in groups  
Online group assignments  
Facilitating group work  

Peer Engagement 26 
Students get to meet peers  
Encouraging peer interactivity  
Peer feedback  

Questions  26 
Via polls and questions  
Using tutorial questions  
Open-ended questions  

Asking questions  26 
Asking questions  
Problem solving  
Analysing a problem and what is asked  

Reading literature  15 
Further deeper readings  
Reading task before a lesson  
Academic/Research Literature  

Video  14 
Watching videos  
Instructor created videos  
Providing intro videos  

Encouraging and 
Coaching  13 

Encourage students to highlight their concerns  
Encourage debate  
Coaching for sincerity  

Problem  12 
Connecting problems with potential solutions  
Analysing a problem  
Giving students a problem to solve  

Modelling  11 

Modelling a “not yet” mindset  
Model empathy  
Important for academic to model the correct 
behaviour to students  

Break out  11 

Meet peers in speed breakout rooms  
Breakout rooms in zoom  
Breakout rooms for students to socialise and 
connect  
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Teamwork  9 
Play in teams (Lego) 
Team teaching  
Team based effort  

Quiz  5 
Reflection quizzes  
Teacher paced cell phone delivered quiz  
Quizzes  

Guest lecture  2 Guest lecture session 
 
Limitations 

Before presenting the research findings, it needs to be recognised there were several 
limitations with this study. Of the 172 responses received, 115 were partially complete and 57 
were fully complete. While recognising that the time to complete the survey could have been 
a deterrent for busy academics, it is also possible that those with most interest and knowledge 
in enhancing the engagement of students learning online responded to the survey. While 
anonymity limited information about participants, it aided participants’ completing the survey 
and providing full responses to questions.  
 

Findings 
 

The study sought to explore the strategies adopted by instructors in promoting and 
facilitating student engagement and learning in online learning environments. Study 
participants were teaching different courses, across different levels, and across different 
disciplines, geographies, and institutional types. However, qualitative analysis of 
participants’ responses revealed consistency in several of engagement examples: 
collaborative teaching and learning; cognitive teaching and learning; and humanising 
teaching and learning, related to purposeful support, teacher presence, and the affordance of 
individual choice. These categories emerged from the second phase of analysis and after 
lengthy discussion and critical reflection by the research team. Researchers noted the original 
themes, rather than being disparate, were subsumed, related, and referred to overarching 
pedagogical strategies, or teaching and learning approaches. Respondent quotes are presented 
in italics. 
 
Collaborative Teaching and Learning 

A sizeable number of interventions and engagement activities sat within this category 
(134). Engagement strategies referred to in this category were activities such as break-out 
groups, group work, or peer-related (80) practices that yielded the highest results, as well as 
activities such as teamwork (n=9) and discussion/forums (46). Table 3 highlights the second-
level coding and the number of associated interventions that aligned with collaborative 
teaching and learning. These interventions were about students “working with others, 
including discipline peers, educators, and university and industry-wide personnel,” sharing 
ideas and communicating effectively, which would “serve them well in their learning, 
personal and professional lives” (Author et al., 2023, p. 45).   

 
Results from the study reflect instructors identifying that social interaction among 

online students was imperative to learning (Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, they sought out 
pedagogical strategies supporting this type of learning, while at the same time promoting 
cooperation and assisting students to build and nurture broader connections across the student 
cohort, as well as with teaching staff (Oyarzun & Martin, 2023). While the appreciation of 
collaborative learning is consistent with those identified in traditional face-to-face learning 
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strategies (Scager et al., 2016), it appears that collaborative engagement strategies were 
particularly valued for online learning as this approach assisted students in establishing a 
sense of belonging and connectedness to other students, instructors, and the university 
(Chatterjee & Correia, 2020; Eden et al., 2024; Martin & Bolliger, 2018). These strategies 
helped mitigate isolation, which can be common in online education.  
 
Table 3 
 
Breakdown of Collaborative Teaching and Learning Examples and Sub-Categories 

New Categories  Old Categories / 
Interventions  Total Count  Sub-category 

Count  

Collaborative 
learning  

Break out / Group / 
Peer  

134  

80  

Teamwork  9  

Discussion / Forum  46 

 
Peer Activities  

Instructors reported widespread use of what they referred to as “peer activities” 
(Break-out opportunities/Group/Teamwork/Peer feedback/Speed Meet”) as an essential 
aspect of their teaching to engage and aid learning. “Peer activities” were often mediated via 
discussion boards within the Learning Management System (LMS) or via breakout rooms in 
online tutorials. Examples included putting “students into small groups to aid one another in 
their study,” to “try out answers with positive support,” and to encourage “peer feedback” 
from students “sharing their thoughts on key topics.” This use reflects a widely used 
asynchronous learning tool in online and blended courses. Such tools were to support student-
student interaction and to provide opportunities for group assessment (Kipling et al., 2023).  

 
Reference to group support, teamwork, and break-out opportunities included 

connecting students of similar contexts (including equity groups) and organising informal 
“chat groups” for building a strong sense of belonging. There was frequent reference to 
online “groups.” Some participants identified online group assessment tasks, such as group 
presentations, project work, and peer/group conferences. These activities reflected the 
instructors’ valuing of students learning from and with others, including strategies related to 
peer learning, and peers providing constructive feedback as part of peer assessment, or as part 
of a more informal process of encouraging peer interactivity in online learning. The following 
example captures these types of interventions:  
 

I trialled a research proposal presentation where MA students and PhD students could 
provide their ideas and thoughts on a peer's research ideas. It is one way to learn 
informally outside of their usual formal course activities.  

 
Another participant noted, “I use peer feedback from students to encourage debate 

and the justification of the stance taken by the proposing student.” 
 
Further participants used breakout rooms for a range of group or peer support 

purposes. One example shared was “Speed Meet” at the start of the semester, described as “a 



389 
 

Online Learning Journal – Volume 30 Issue 3 –September 2026 

fun rotating Zoom session where students get to meet peers in speed breakout rooms.” 
Breakout rooms during Zoom tutorials were also a valued strategy, particularly for 
encouraging smaller group discussion activities, noted by participants.  
 
Discussion Forums  

The popularity of collaborative learning reflected in the survey findings indicated the 
importance placed on activities that directly involved engagement among students. This type 
of strategy largely referred to the benefits of group work or students sharing their learning 
and thoughts with their peers. A central strategy that instructors used to support collaborative 
online learning and engagement, which is not unexpected, was online discussion and the use 
of forums (46 mentions). This finding supports existing research that reflects “connections 
with peers,” particularly in online learning, as a critical aspect of pedagogical approaches 
employed by instructors, with wikis and discussion boards being two of the most common 
technologies adopted (Oyarzun & Martin, 2023; Ioannou et al., 2015; Peddibhotla & Jani, 
2019; Yang, 2024). Participants spoke of using wikis or discussion forums for a range of 
purposes, with the common underpinning focus on students connecting with their peers as 
well as the course facilitation team. Forums were regularly referred to including “Forums 
asking for student contributions. Also, students choosing special areas and then sharing their 
knowledge with the rest of the group.” Instructors also spoke of the need to extend a 
collaborative approach in “group projects” (“group assessments” and also scenarios in which 
“students work in groups to develop strategies to solve).” 

 
Alongside, but at times separate from the use of forums was the use of both formal 

and informal discussion opportunities, such as drop-in sessions for actively stimulating 
learning and engagement. Informal drop-in sessions held via Zoom were seen as valued 
opportunities for students to build relationships and connections with their fellow students 
and their instructors. These included a time for students to discuss their studies and progress, 
or a time to informally chat with class members about their studies or questions they may 
have in common. 

 
Teamwork 

Instructors frequently referred to learning activities where teamwork was required. 
Teamwork strategies were embraced as a pedagogical approach fostering student 
connectedness and engagement. One instructor outlined a learning activity they believed 
established high levels of student engagement and helped facilitate collaboration through 
creating “a team charter,” along with identifying “the roles each member will take and an 
activity where they also decide how to deal with challenges and share their strengths.” This 
activity involved instructors explicitly unpacking associated behavioural engagement 
strategies. Instructors mentioned that to support successful group activities it was important 
to establish clarity of specific roles, and strategies to overcoming challenges, and reinforce 
the importance of leveraging the strengths of team members.  
 
Cognitive Teaching and Learning  

Engaging students cognitively was the second category that emerged. This category 
referred to strategies and interventions such as quizzes, guest lectures, asking questions, and 
posing problems or problem-solving (Table 4). It is important to note that instructors 
referenced using other engagement strategies, such as collaborative engagement (e.g., 
discussion forums) to extend the cognitive aspects of students’ online engagement and 
learning. Clustering, or combining a range of these approaches can be an effective way to 
move student learning along a continuum from surface level to deeper or metacognitive 
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learning. When students have opportunities to reflect on their learning and the relationship to 
existing knowledge, they are likely to experience cognitive engagement in online courses 
(Brown et al., 2023).  

 
Central to this online teaching strategy associated with metacognition was the broader 

use of discussion forums (beyond what has been outlined in the collaborative engagement 
section above). This strategy helped to ensure a pedagogically nuanced approach to 
discussion forum usage, beyond simply engagement from a social aspect, or collaborative 
engagement, to engagement strategies that incorporated learning or cognitive engagement. 
Educators in this research outlined the need to “be active” in online learning forums as a 
means of addressing questions and redirecting students. This underpinning goal was captured 
in a range of responses including: “creating open-ended questions that invite discussion and 
multiple potential responses and intentionally being controversial by asking provocative 
questions to drive students to deeper depths of the issues under discussion.” Another educator 
saw using discussion forums as an opportunity to further deeper thinking saying: 
 

I make it a point to engage with them on their discussion boards with supplemental 
questions on the topic that drive their thinking deeper. As a result, the discussions go 
into great depth and new learning. If their comments are boring or ho-hum, I will 
either play Devil's Advocate or ask advanced questions).  
 
Online instructors reported using other cognitive engagement strategies which 

included: asking questions (26), using readings and literature (15), videos (14) modelling 
(11), using quizzes (5), and creating problem-based learning scenarios (12). Several educators 
referred to using literature and readings as a means of engagement and assisting 
learning. Some educators incorporated readings and relevant literature, before the lesson 
(lecture, forum discussion, etc.), as a reading summary (online worksheet, video, mind map, 
poster, etc.) or to facilitate a fishbowl activity.  
   

Videos and personalised video clips were identified as another valuable approach for 
heightening cognitive engagement. A tip shared in several responses was the integration of 
provocation or targeted questions to consider when watching the video. Several instructors 
noted that a further underlying reason or benefit of personalised videos was to help build 
“strong connections” and online “teacher presence.” Other instructors linked personalised 
videos with discussion board activities. The following example captures this point: “I use my 
own personalized videos to give feedback on the discussion boards and encourage students to 
do the same.. Finally, one instructor used video to provide feedback to students in a 
personalised manner so students feel more engaged and connected to the instructor, stating 
they use videos for “honest feedback to students using video so they can see my face, hear 
my voice and sincerity.”  
   

Quizzing methods were used by a small number (5) of participants in this study, 
despite it being a commonly used means for online students and instructors to get a sense of 
the understanding of the content and as a means of engaging students (Evans et al., 2021; 
Ross et al., 2018). In the few instances of quiz use mentioned by instructors, the common 
theme was affording students opportunities to reflect on recent learning. As anticipated, 
online instructors—perhaps like classroom teachers—referred to problem-solving (12) as a 
means of deepening students’ understanding of a topic and facilitating engagement. 
Instructors in this research spoke of using problem-solving activities with student activities 
designed around “the analysis of a problem,” “through asking students to connect with 
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potential solutions,” and by “encouraging students to explain and evidence critical thinking in 
identifying problem solutions and/or critical decisions.” Often online instructors used group 
work activities and problem-solving learning together, as one educator explains that she likes 
to give “students a problem to solve in pairs and report back to class.”  
 
Table 4 
 
Examples of Cognitive Teaching and Learning Strategies in the Data and the Number of 
References for Each Strategy 

Example Number of References 

Asking questions 26 

Reading/literature 15 

Video 14 

Problem 12 

Modelling 11 

Quiz 5 

 
Humanising (Peer or Instructor Support) 

The third category identified was “Humanising,” which included both instructor and 
peer support and/or practices related to “humanising” the learning experience for students. 
Humanising in this research was associated with instructor presence, peer activities, and 
increased student agency (Li et al., 2022). Important to note is that instances of support by 
instructors often overlapped with other strategies and, as such, only 13 exclusive instances of 
humanising were identified. In each of these instances, there was often mention that 
“instructors were the key,” “providing prompt and appropriate responses,” and “providing 
intro videos each week with personalised messages to students.” Therefore, it needs to be 
acknowledged here that support and humanising were indeed embedded within the categories 
identified above, particularly those such as break-out groups, group work, peer, teamwork, 
discussion forums, questions, asking questions, encouraging and coaching, problem and 
modelling. Such embeddedness of student engagement practices is related to the 
interconnectedness, or multidimensional nature of online engagement, with many 
overlapping behaviours, practices, and strategies (Brown et al., 2023). 

 
Although fewer participants identified support from both peers and the instructor, the 

importance of the data gathered with this category does indeed outline the significance of 
student engagement benefitting from humanising the learning experience through 
encouragement and coaching. Examples of this engagement practice included:  
 

I hold open Zoom calls one night each week, on a night and at a time determined by 
students. There is no topic, I do not lecture, I allow the conversation between those 
who show up to evolve on its own.  

 
Another example which also reflected the “choice” or “flexibility” aspect of this category 
was:  
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Students can come in late and leave early if they need to …I believe that these 
sessions build relationships among students and with me and that they release some 
creative thinking that other venues of learning do not allow or may even discourage. 

 
Another participant stated that they:  

 
ensure students are engaged and ready to learn. I do this through supportive measures. 
I find this encouragement supports attendance but sometimes students are busy with 
working and family lives, so I connect with these students individually.  

 
Another instructor used personalised videos to provide a humanising experience for 

students, “to give feedback and on the discussion boards and encourage students to do the 
same.” Finally, another participant simply stated that humanising can be managed through, 
“Coaching with sincerity.” 
 

Discussion 
 

Results from the study reflect instructors identifying that social interaction among 
online students was imperative to learning (Brown et al., 2023; Hollister et al., 2022; 
Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, they sought out pedagogical strategies supporting this type of 
learning, while at the same time promoting cooperation and assisting students to build and 
nurture broader connections across the student cohort, as well as with teaching staff (Oyarzun 
& Martin, 2023). While the appreciation of collaborative learning is consistent with those 
identified in traditional face-to-face learning strategies (Scager et al., 2016), it appears that 
collaborative engagement strategies were particularly valued for online learning as this 
approach assisted students in establishing a sense of belonging and connectedness to other 
students, instructors, and the university (Chatterjee & Correia, 2020; Eden et al., 2024; 
Martin & Bolliger, 2018). These strategies helped mitigate isolationism, which can be 
common in online education (Dulfer et al., 2025; Yan et al., 2024). Findings about discussion 
forum use supports existing research that reflects “connections with peers,” particularly in 
online learning, as a critical aspect of pedagogical approaches employed by instructors, with 
wikis and discussion boards being two of the most common technologies adopted (Ioannou et 
al., 2015; Oyarzun & Martin, 2023; Peddibhotla & Jani, 2019; Yang, 2024).  
  

With respect to teamwork, it may be the case that results from this study indicate that 
collaborative teaching and learning were embraced and valued even more as a strategy within 
the online environment than within traditional classrooms (Panitz & Panitz, 2018). While not 
direct evidence, a recent review of 63 articles and publications on online collaborative 
learning technologies indicated these strategies were most often embraced within a LMS 
(Oyarzun & Martin, 2023). Finally, many of these examples related to collaborative learning 
were highly connected with an intent to facilitate metacognition for students. This insight 
further consolidating the multidimensional and interrelated nature of online engagement 
elements and the associated strategies employed by instructors. As well, considering the 
findings about cognitive engagement, this study supports existing research (Chen & Chen, 
2024) and the social constructivist theory of learning where “learners are not passive 
receivers of knowledge but rather participate in their respective construction of knowledge,” 
enabling them to use their metacognitive skills (Chatterjee & Correia, 2020, p. 62). 
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Many of the participants in this research spoke of the connection between student 
engagement and learning, with instructors largely seeing student learning and student 
engagement as one and the same—learning aiding engagement and engagement aiding 
learning (Lawrence et al., 2024). Important to note was a commitment to teacher presence, 
along with instructors scaffolding and carefully considering their role and practice in efforts 
to maximise metacognitive teaching and learning, such as framing higher-order discussion 
questions (Bolliger & Martin, 2021). This supports existing studies that reflect the crucial 
role the instructor plays in research in terms of the importance of and attention to supporting 
metacognitive learning and engagement in higher education (Hamadi et al., 2023). 

 
The examples of online engagement strategies associated with peer and instructor 

support noted earlier were about approaches related to “connectedness to others” (Gleason, 
2021; Mehta & Aguilera, 2020) including peers and the online instructor, where individual 
choice is valued and reflected in the types of learning activities provided (Kahn, 2017). As 
outlined, findings from this study indicated that the most used interventions were those 
related to collaborative learning, followed by cognitive strategies. While few explicit 
references were made by online instructors to the third category of humanising, evidence of 
integrating the intent to “humanise” and “support” through a personalised approach to online 
teaching and learning was evidenced numerous times across participant responses. A key 
insight of these online engagement strategies employed by instructors was the frequency in 
which multiple types of engagement were achieved and supported through the strategies 
employed.  
 

Conclusions, Implications, and Reflections 
 

The identification of the three main strategic approaches for supporting student 
engagement and learning—collaborative, cognitive, and humanising practices—raises 
implications for online instructors, designers and university teaching policy makers, 
particularly in terms of the types of online activities that differ from face-to-face activities 
that have traditionally been used in teaching and learning. Universities often assume that all 
learning is the same, promoting the idea that online, face-to-face, and blended modes should 
duplicate the primary mode of instruction. This assumption does not allow educators to gain 
the advantages, or to leverage from the different types of learning environments and contexts. 
For example, the immediacy of face-to-face or synchronous activities provides a different 
experience to those completed in an asynchronous mode. Consequently, it is a fallacy that 
educators can simply adapt or adopt common face-to-face practices in online teaching 
without considering the nuances of the environment.  
  

In addressing the research question regarding online engagement practices and 
strategies, it is not surprising that discussions, group work, and questioning constitute many 
activities designed for online courses. These same activities would occupy a large percentage 
of activities in traditional face-to-face classes yet are nuanced and carefully considered for 
the online learning environment in higher education. These interventions are instructor-led 
and broadly associated with teaching that occurs before or during a learning activity. A key 
insight to emerge from the study is that online teaching and learning strategies are not usually 
deployed in isolation, rather online strategies frequently address and support multiple types of 
student engagement, including collaborative, cognitive and collaborative engagement.  
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 In conclusion, an implication of the move to learning online has contributed to the 
view that learners and instructors have become novices in this modern learning environment. 
All actors in the learning environment (learners, teachers, designers, and policymakers) must 
decide how best to use the online environment and digital devices for the best learning 
outcomes effectively. These considerations should not perpetuate the status quo and assume 
that, because learning has moved online, policymakers, students and educators know how 
best to use those environments because each of these actors has a different stake in the 
outcomes and different considerations as to the inputs. Critical in the decision-making of 
engagement strategies should always be a consideration for discipline knowledge and skills, 
expected learning outcomes, student context, pedagogical approaches and affordances of the 
technology or digital devices, before designing any learning space—this means the online 
space also. 
  

Future research could explore contemporary benefits of online learning at scale which 
may be different than those experiences in the late 1990s and early 2000s when this type of 
research began. In addition, contemporary engagement strategies provide some hints towards 
activities which engage students more than others. Based on existing research on pedagogical 
practices that support online student engagement, it is important to recognise that instructors 
are critical in supporting conditions for online student engagement. We know enough about 
what it takes to engage students in online learning and learning environments. However, there 
is still the potential to better understand which of these pedagogical strategies speak directly 
to student learning and student engagement. 
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